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A VARIANT IN THE VITA NUOVA.* 

Oxford, Nov. 22, 1894. 

Will you allow me to call the attention of your readers, and, in particular, 
of those who may have purchased " The Oxford Dante,'* to the following 
(as I venture to think) very interesting variant, which, by an unfortunate 
oversight, was not introduced into the text of the Vita Nuova lately 
published ? 

In § xxx Dante, speaking of the date of the death of Beatrice — i.e. (as 
commonly supposed), June 9, 1290 — says : 

" Io dico che secondo 1* usanza A' Italia, V anima sua nobilissima si part! 
nella prima ora del nono giorno del mese ; e secondo I' usanza di Siria, ella 
si parti nel nono mese dell' anno ; perche il primo mese e ivi Tisrin, il quale 
a noi e Ottobre. £ secondo 1' usanza nostra, ella si parti in quello anno 
della nostra indizione cioe degli anni Domini in cui il perfetto numero nove 
volte era compiuto in quel centinaio nel quale in questo mondo ella fu posta." 

There seems to be no doubt that for Italia viz should read Arabia. 

1. This reading, being found in several MSS., strikes one at once as 
being difficilior lectio in the proper sense of the term. It is very hard at 
first sight to see the point of it ; and if Italia were the original reading, it 
is inconceivable that a scribe should have substituted Arabia. But, on the 
contrary supposition, it is obvious that Italia might be substituted for 
Arabia, on the grounds that the ninth day of the month was the ninth day 
as much in Italy as anywhere else, and that there was no need to go further 
afield to justify it 

2. For the same reason, to introduce Italia at all would be very weak, 
if there were nothing exceptional or distinctive about the manner of reckon- 
ing intended ; and still more (looking only a short way ahead), there would 
be a very lame antithesis between (1) Italy, (2) Syria, and (3) "our usage," 
which could hardly be any other than that of Italy. 

3. Observe, it is Dante's object to find the number nine pervading the 
date of Beatrice's death in respect of the day, the month, and the year. 
He manages to count June as the ninth month by referring to the Calendar 
of Syria. Apparently he finds it necessary to call in the aid of Arabian 
usage to make her death fall on the ninth day of the month. Now, why is 
this? I find in chap, i of Alfraganus' Elementa Astronomica — a work, as 

1 Reprinted from the London Academy, Dec 1, 1894. 
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I could prove, largely used by Dante for his astronomical details, especially 
in the Convito — the statement that the Arabians begin their day from sun- 
set, while the Romans and others begin it from sunrise. It is to be noticed 
that in the very next paragraph Alfraganus enumerates the Syrian months, 
explaining that " Tixryn " is the first month in the year ; and shortly after- 
wards, when comparing the Syrian and Roman months, he states that this 
month corresponds with October. This reveals the source of Dante's 
information as to a system in which June could be reckoned as the ninth 
month. But to return to the difficulty as to the day. It now becomes 
apparent to us that Beatrice really died, not, as commonly supposed, on 
June 9, but on the evening of June 8 according to our reckoning ; and that 
Dante, in order to be able to call it June 9, was obliged to have recourse to 
the Arabian usage by which (auct. Alfraganus) that day could be held to 
commence on the evening of June 8. 

4. We seem to gain from this a strong argument for the reality of 
Beatrice and the historical character of the events narrated of her. Unless 
her death actually occurred on June 8, unless Dante were hampered by 
actual facts, why should he have chosen so awkward a date, and one which 
required such, far-fetched ingenuity in order to yield the allegorical signifi- 
cance desired ? Why should he not have said November 9, for instance, 
the propriety of which would need no such elaborate gloss ? 

We have also, one may add, an instructive illustration of the success 
with which allegorical meanings can be elicited from the most commonplace 
or unpromising facts, if only the mind be set upon it. 

E. Moore. 



